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Some years ago, B. F. Skinner (1981)
presented a paper titled “We Happy Few
but Why so Few?” His title summarizes
the sentiments of many professional be-
havior analysts who have long recog-
nized the benefit our culture would gain
if its members applied some basic be-
havioral principles and concepts to or-
dinary daily interactions. Other disci-
plines are not as ignored by the public as
behavior analysis seems to be. Skinner
comprehensively analyzed some broad
cultural reasons for this in Beyond Free-
dom and Dignity (1971). These consid-
erations aside, another reason behavior
analysis is ignored may simply be that
few books on behavioral psychology are
available for the general population, as a
scan of local bookstore shelves reveals
(see also Morris, 1985).

Some behavioral books, of course, have
been widely read, among them Walden
Two (Skinner, 1948). Other behavioral
books for general audiences have also
been written, but with varying degrees of
success. Some books offer an overview
of ordinary daily applications of the be-
havioral approach, such as Pryor’s (1984)
Don’t Shoot the Dog. Other books have
a general appeal to wider audiences, such
as Skinner and Vaughan’s (1983) Enjoy
Old Age. Many other books, however, are
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more limited in scope and are often writ-
ten chiefly to help the already distraught
parent (Becker, 1971; Patterson, 1975,
1976). Writing for distraught parents,
where the emphasis is on solving already
developed problems, may have reduced
the chance that these works would be
picked up by the ordinary bookstore cus-
tomer for simple informative reading or
as gifts for friends. Finally, Skinner aside,
behavioral psychology does not have the
sorts of popular writers that other dis-
ciplines have—we have no Isaac Asi-
movs or Stephen Jay Goulds. A book that
begins to break this mold, however, is
Doris Durrell’s (1984) The Critical Years:
A Guide for Dedicated Parents.

The purpose of this brief review differs
from the usual. The usual purpose is to
show readers where and how a book fits
into the present scheme of the discipline
and to encourage readers to obtain and
read it for their own edification. Trained
behavior analysts, however, are already
familiar with the information contained
in The Critical Years. The book was not
written for the professional but for the
lay person. The purpose of this note is to
inform behavior analysts about the book
so that they may use it and recommend
it to others, the latter of which may suc-
cessfully promote improvements in our
culture’s child-rearing practices.

Before describing the book’s content,
a number of its outstanding characteris-
tics deserve specific attention. Some-
times these characteristics are obvious;
more often, they are found between the
lines. First, the overall aim of the book
is to improve our culture’s child-rearing
practices by teaching parents a planned
approach (based on principles of behav-
ior rather than on causes attributed to
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ages and stages) to the more significant
aspects of child rearing, including lan-
guage development and training, the ef-
fects and appropriate use of punishment,
social skills training, intelligence, and
creativity.

Second, the underlying theme of the
book is primary prevention rather than
crisis intervention, as seen in the empha-
sis on the early and easy solving of emerg-
ing behavior problems. The tactic is one
of “Let’s do it right the first time” to
avoid later problems if possible. Not su-
prisingly, Durrell concentrates her efforts
on the practices applicable from birth to
three years of age, although she also gives
much advice on how to continue after
that. This theme, with the emphasis on
the first three years, differs from most
behavioral books on child rearing, such
as those mentioned earlier. Those books
usually deal with older children and can
usually be characterized as cure-oriented.
Problems have already developed, and
those books suggest ways for solving
them. The Critical Years is different, tak-
ing the view that such problems “might
have been prevented altogether with the
application of a few simple psychological
principles” (Durrell, 1984, p. 11, italics
in original). Durrell’s goals are to make
the principles obvious and their appli-
cation routine for the daily life of the
dedicated parent. In my opinion, the au-
thor achieves her goals remarkably well.

Third, and finally, the quality of Dur-
rell’s examples merits special recogni-
tion. They are drawn from actual situa-
tions that every parent probably
experiences. Moreover, when stressing
that parents should model desirable be-
haviors for their child (an important point
in its own right), Durrell also practices
what she preaches by providing familiar
and helpful concrete models to follow. In
these regards, Durrell also proceeds with-
out gender bias. Son and daughter ex-
amples alternate, and do not reflect stan-
dard gender stereotypes.

As for the content of the book, it is
divided into four parts. Part I, Basic
Childbearing Facts, contains three chap-
ters on (1) the first three years, (2) easy,
slow to warm up, and difficult babies, and
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(3) attachment, substitute care, and sleep
behavior. Part II, Advanced Childrearing
Techniques, contains four chapters on (4)
promoting language development, (5) in-
telligence, (6) creativity, and (7) achieve-
ment motivation. Part III, Socialization,
contains two chapters on (8) disobedi-
ence and temper tantrums, and (9)
aggression, empathy, sharing, and co-
operation. Part IV, Behavior Modifica-
tion, contains four chapters on (10) in-
creasing desirable behavior, (11)
modeling behavior, (12) decreasing un-
desirable behavior, and (13) teaching,
preventing, and eliminating fears. An in-
dex and bibliography are also included.
(See Ledoux, in press, for a more com-
plete description and discussion of the
book’s content).

Overall, The Critical Years, although
not perfect, seems to be the most orga-
nized and readable presentation of sci-
entifically sound information, advice, and
examples concerning child rearing prac-
tices available at this time. Additional
chapters, or perhaps even a separate vol-
ume, devoted to a discussion of methods
for handling situations that arise in the
next nine years of a child’s life (ages 3-
12), in the same amount and type of de-
tail used to cover the first three years,
would be welcome. Durrell’s preventa-
tive approach similarly applied to these
later years could improve the lives of
many parents and children.

Until a separate book or additional
chapters in The Critical Years appear,
Ckristophersen’s (1982) Little People
(from Pro-Ed, 5341 Industrial Oaks Blvd,
Austin, TX 78735) provides quite usable
coverage of these years. Although shorter
than The Critical Years, Little People
nonetheless also admirably pursues the
preventative approach. Indeed, rather
than competing, the two books compli-
ment each other. A comprehensive un-
derstanding and set of successful strate-
gies will likely accrue to parents who use
both books.

The prevention, rather than cure, ori-
entation of The Critical Years serves
another purpose in addition to those
mentioned previously. It enhances the
potential popularity of the book by re-
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moving the implications of guilt and in-
sult that are often associated with books
taking a cure approach. Some parents may
hesitate to buy any of the excellent cure-
oriented books, when one is needed, part-
ly out of fear of self-recrimination about
having failed in some way. Parents may
also be insulted if someone recommends
or gives them such a book. Prevention-
oriented books, however, are easier to
buy and to give as gifts because the ap-
proach does not imply that problems al-
ready exist. Hence, prevention-oriented
books are more likely to reach larger au-
diences and have a greater impact in im-
proving cultural practices. Such is the po-
tential role that The Critical Years can
serve regarding child-rearing practices.
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